Assessment of palliative care cancer patients' most important concerns.
Patients in the palliative care setting have a number of concerns not necessarily connected to their medical problems, such as spiritual and relationship issues. When these problems are not properly assessed and addressed, they may become a significant source of distress for patients and families. The aims of the present study were to assess the concerns of patients attending a palliative care clinic, to examine physicians' ratings of patient concerns, to access the concordance between patients' and physicians' ratings, and to assess the association between patients' concerns and their level of distress. We evaluated 137 patients attending a symptom control and palliative care clinic. Patients completed the Concerns Checklist, Hospital Anxiety and Depression Scale, and Cancer Behavior Inventory at the beginning of their visit. The Concerns Checklist was completed by the patient's clinic physician immediately after the visit and was used to estimate how accurate the physician was in identifying patients' concerns. We examined the correlation between the total number of patient concerns and their levels of anxiety, mood disturbance, and self-efficacy. Patients were most concerned about loss of function, the future, and caring for themselves. Concordance between physician and patient rating of concerns was poor (all kappas, 0.26 or lower). Higher levels of patient concerns were associated with greater anxiety (r = 0.52) and depressive symptoms (r = 0.40) and lower self-efficacy (r = -0.37). There was generally poor concordance between patients reporting of their concerns and physicians reporting of the patients' concerns. In addition, patients' with more concerns also had higher levels of anxiety and depressive symptoms. Thus, it is important to find strategies to more accurately identify patients' concerns, so that they can be adequately addressed.